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Abstract 
 
This article explores how participative democratic principles, specifically the idea of community 
participation in decision-making processes, are framed as community rights and/or 
responsibilities in sustainable development policy at different levels of government. In doing 
this, the paper examines the contribution of the governmentality perspective to an 
understanding of the nature of relationships involved in regulation through community. The 
paper first briefly reviews key tenets of ‘third way’ politics and the alternative view proffered by 
critiques from the governmentality perspective.  It then turns to an analysis of how techniques 
of rights and responsibilities are implicit in the language of sustainable development policy at 
three levels: global (Agenda 21), national (Australian national policy - Australian National 
Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development), and regional (Queensland Regional Policy 
- Draft South East Queensland Regional Plan). Finally, we consider some implications of our 
application of a governmentality perspective for how we understand government, community 
and community participation, and sustainable development.  In doing so, we argue that neither 
community, nor sustainable development, can be separated from the techniques of rights and 
responsibilities that enable ‘government at a distance’.   
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Introduction 
The notion of community has become a prominent theme in the language of governments 
across the western world.  With the emergence of the Third Way political agenda, the 
participation of community in political decision making is now viewed an almost sacrosanct part 
of the democratic process.  Underpinned by a critique of nation-based representative 
democracy – particularly in the face of global issues such as those pertaining to the 
environment and culture - the Third Way emphasises a move towards associative democracy 
whereby community comes to play an active role in political decision-making  According to 
Giddens (2000), the Third Way for politics transcends the left/right divide and proffers a policy 
framework that is capable of managing the complexities of the modern world that traditional 
policy responses could not.  Giddens (1998) points out that: 
 
    The theme of community is fundamental to the new politics, but not just as an abstract slogan.  The 
advance of globalization makes a community focus both necessary and possible, because of the 
downward pressure it exerts.  Community doesn’t imply trying to recapture lost forms of local solidarity; 
it refers to practical means of furthering the social and material refurbishment of neighbourhoods, towns 
and larger local areas.   
        (Giddens, 1998: 79) 
 
In this context, the common themes in the language of government are: active civic 
participation, community participation in decision-making, the decentralisation of power to local 
levels and the development of policies and initiatives that are sensitive to local contexts and 
community needs. 
 
However, a body of literature has emerged that provides an alternative perspective to the Third 
Way’s normative assertions of community as something that is inherently positive and 
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‘necessary’ in the light of an ever-globalising world and the subsequent concern with 
reconceptualising the democratic model (Marinetto, 2003).  Informed by Foucault’s (1979; 
1981) concept of ‘governmentality’, this approach finesses a conceptualisation of the Third Way 
as a political project, rather emphasising it as “a certain way of visualizing political problems, a 
rationality for rendering them thinkable and manageable, and a set of moral principles by which 
solutions may be generated and legitimized” (Rose, 2000: 1).  For Foucauldians such as Rose 
(2000), therefore, the significance of the Third Way is its orientation to govern, at ‘arms length’, 
the behaviour of individuals through community.  In this context, the Third Way can be seen as 
one of the many strategies of advanced liberalism. 
 
While recognising that community is not a new concept in political theory or the social sciences 
(Marinetto, 2003), Rose’s (1996) perspective derives from the central argument that liberal 
political rationalities and techniques - oriented to governing the ‘social’ through the mechanisms 
of the nation state - have given way to a governmentality that invokes community as a means 
to collectivise and organise “subjects of government” in ways that facilitate ethico-political 
governance.  This transition is characterised by a shift whereby “responsibility is no longer 
understood as a relationship with the state, but as one of obligation to those for whom the 
individual cares most: the family, the neighbourhood, the workplace, and ultimately, the 
community” (Crawshaw, Bunton, Gillen, 2003: 37).  Thus, behaviour is increasingly governed 
through the realm of ethics, whereby individuals are ethically obliged to act for the benefit of 
their group – to become masters of their own collective destinies by becoming ethical citizens 
of their community.  In light of these observations, Rose (1993; 1996; 2000; Miller and Rose, 
1990) and others who have sought to describe advanced liberal governmentalities (see 
Atkinson, 1999; Cruikshank, 1994; Raco and Imrie, 2000) have come to characterise 
community as a new “technology of government” that is used to “shape, normalise and 
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instrumentalise the conduct, thought, decisions and aspirations of others in order to achieve the 
objectives [authorities of various sorts] consider desirable” (Miller and Rose, 1990: 8).  This 
process is referred to generally as one of responsibilisation (Rose, 1996; 1999). 
 
Given the inseparability of Third Way ideas of community and active citizen participation, a 
number of studies invoking a governmentality perspective have noted how notions of 
community participation in political decision-making (while often asserted in communitarian and 
associative democratic frameworks as inherently positive) are inextricably tied with the implicit 
agenda “to govern without governing society, to govern through regulated choices made by 
discrete and autonomous actors in the context of particular commitments to families and 
communities” (Rose, 1996: 328).  In particular, notions of local empowerment and engagement, 
capacity building and local knowledge are seen as strategies that create a moral subjectivity of 
responsible self-help and self-reliance (Marinetto, 2003: 109).  Raco and Imrie (2000) link these 
strategies with overarching rights and responsibility agendas in their account of 
governmentality in UK urban policy.  They propose that, alongside community, rights and 
responsibilities operate as “technologies of government action” whereby responsibility is 
characterised “in dynamic and positive terms, or as an essential part of the relations and 
interdependence of connected societies” (Raco and Imrie, 2000: 2197).  We explore this notion 
further by describing the way in which participative democratic principles, specifically the idea 
of community participation in decision-making processes, are framed as community rights 
and/or responsibilities in sustainable development policy at different levels of government. 
 
 
 
Sustainable Development Policy  
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Even a superficial reading of the sustainability literature and associated policy documents 
reveals arguments that emphasise the salience of local and regional community participation in 
achieving and managing sustainable development.  ‘Community’ participation in the 
development of local and regional planning and development policy, ‘community’ projects that 
address local environmental, economic and social concerns, and ‘community’ based capacity-
building and educational programs that address issues of ‘sustainability’ - all of these are 
regularly celebrated by sustainable development advocates (see Lipschutz, 1996; Warburton, 
1998).  In light of this, the parallels with the Third Way’s emphasis on local community 
participation in political decision-making processes are striking.  Sustainable development 
policy, therefore, presents as an interesting case through which to examine how community 
and participative democratic principles are deployed governmentally in this context.   
 
For this purpose, three sustainable development policies were selected: Agenda 21 (UNDSD, 
1992) to represent global policy; the Australian National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable 
Development (ESDSC, 1992) to represent national policy; and the Draft South East 
Queensland Regional Plan (OUM, 2004) to represent regional policy.  In governmentality 
terms, these documents can be seen as programmatic artefacts of the exercise of Third Way 
political rationalities.   Hence, they provide the opportunity to explore how sustainable 
development policy discourse deploys and manages participative community rights and 
responsibilities as techniques of government.  These policies are, in principle, consistent in so 
far as the logics of sustainability and community participation are concerned, yet take 
increasingly localised settings as their theme.  Their selection allows investigation into how 
these logics are manifest at different ‘taken-for-granted’ socio-spatial and political levels.  While 
our claims about the Australian NSESD and DSEQRP are not necessarily generalisable to 
other national and regional contexts, they nevertheless provide a foundation for further 
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investigation into other national and regional policies that take sustainable development as their 
theme.   
 
Agenda 21  
At the global level, Agenda 21 is the principal policy that formally placed sustainable 
development on the international agenda.  Resulting from the United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development, 1992, Agenda 21 marks an attempt to develop policy that 
would lead to the application of ‘sustainable development’ practices and a consequential 
improvement in the quality of life for the world’s populations (Meister and Japp, 1998).  Framed 
in the context of humanity facing “a perpetuation of disparities between and within nations, a 
worsening of poverty, hunger, ill health and illiteracy, and the continuing deterioration of the 
ecosystems on which we depend for our well-being”, Agenda 21 formulates objectives in 
relation to a number of Programme Areas, all constructed as being a part of sustainable 
development.  Consistent with broader sustainable development ideology, the Programme 
Areas identified in the policy address two key aspects - the ‘whats’ of sustainable development 
relating broadly to social, economic, ecological and resource management issues (Chapters 2 
– 22); and the ‘hows’ of sustainable development, defined in terms of  strengthening the role of 
major groups and the implementation of the policy (Chapters 24 – 40).  In respect to the latter, 
governments, particularly national governments, are considered primarily responsible for 
facilitation and implementation of the ‘hows’ of the policy and, by implication, are also given 
overarching responsibility for the ‘whats’.   
Agenda 21 provides a strong basis for understanding local democratic participation in a rights-
oriented framework.  Endorsed by the international community alongside the Rio Declaration 
on Environment and Development (UN General Assembly, 1992), Agenda 21 was born out of a 
context of human rights.  While promoting, first and foremost, global citizens’ right to 
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sustainable development and its sub-components (i.e. the ‘whats’), Agenda 21 speaks of 
community within the same rights framework.  Community’s right (whether the community be 
defined as indigenous, rural, local, or other) to participate in decision-making processes at the 
local level is promoted through themes of inclusion, local knowledge and, tentatively, 
empowerment and capacity building. 
Inclusion 
 Throughout Agenda 21’s text are a number of statements that promote the participation of 
those affected by the implementation of policies, programmes and projects that further 
sustainable development.  In this context, references to community are frequently aligned with 
groups such as local, rural, indigenous, women and youth, all of whom are recognisable (within 
a United Nations context) as having rights, yet a history whereby these rights often have been 
disregarded.  This facilitates the understanding that “local communities”, “rural communities”, 
and “indigenous peoples and their communities” are at risk of being excluded from participating 
in decision-making exercises.  Hence, their inclusion in participatory processes is established 
as a right, and reinforced through repeated acknowledgements that governments should 
engage in a range of activities that foster community involvement.  For example, governments 
are directed to “institutionalise” (UNDSD, 1992: 55) “promote” (UNDSD, 1992: 89) “facilitate 
and encourage” (UNDSD, 1992: 86; 157; 210) “launch or improve opportunities for” (UNDSD, 
1992: 89) “take into account the need for” (UNDSD, 1992: 110) “mobilise and facilitate” 
(UNDSD, 1992: 179) and “establish arrangements to strengthen” (UNDSD, 1992: 228) the 
participation of communities in decisions and policy development pertaining to sustainable 
development and its sub-components.   
Knowledge 
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Closely related to issues of inclusion, the language of Agenda 21 also incorporates the 
promotion of ‘local’ and ‘traditional’ knowledge as a legitimate and valuable source of 
information in the pursuit for sustainable development.  Statements of this nature tend to be 
preceded or followed by directives to governments, institutions and/or experts to “support” 
(UNDSD, 1992: 28; 159),  “take account of” (UNDSD, 1992: 36; 157), “draw on” (UNDSD, 
1992: 102), “recognise and foster” (UNDSD, 1992: 132;138), “record, protect and promote” 
(UNDSD, 1992: 132), “incorporate” (UNDSD, 1992: 228) “respect” (UNDSD, 1992: 132; 265) 
and “apply” (UNDSD, 1992: 285) local and traditional knowledge in relation to decision-making, 
policy formulation, management strategies, research and the like.  Directives such as these 
subtly imply that local and traditional ‘knowledges’ have been or may be ignored without explicit 
instruction to governing and expert bodies to acknowledge and appreciate them. This 
reinforces the understanding that local and indigenous communities, and other lay groups, 
have a right to be heard and to participate. 
Empowerment and Capacity Building 
Fortifying the rights-oriented version of community participation, established through notions of 
inclusion and local knowledge, are a number of references that can be interpreted as attending 
to issues of empowerment and capacity building for participation.  These are typified by 
accounts of specific needs: the need for local community education and training (UNDSD, 
1992: 28; 87; 88; 115; 229; 179; 184), ensuring community access to information (UNDSD, 
1992: 86; 88; 285), the provision of resources and support (UNDSD, 1992: 28; 93; 169; 229) 
and the decentralisation and delegation of power and control to local levels “where appropriate” 
(UNDSD, 1992: 28; 117; 169; 177; 243).  In terms of a dialogue about rights, these matters can 
be interpreted as necessary for enabling members of communities to exercise their right to 
participate in decision-making processes. 
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We can anticipate that some suspicion has already been raised in the minds of Rose-like critics 
of neo-liberalism in light of this account.  Ultimately, it would be difficult to argue with the idea 
that communities – local, indigenous, rural or the like – should be included in decisions that 
affect them.  It is equally unappealing to challenge the notion that local knowledge should be 
respected and taken into consideration in decision-making processes.  Indeed, it may appear 
quite abhorrent to argue that the inclusion of communities and the incorporation of local 
knowledge in local decisions pertaining to sustainable development should not, morally and 
ethically, be basic community rights – and in principle we do not.  However, the integration of 
notions of empowerment and capacity building into Agenda 21’s text may be seen to implicitly 
seed a second kind of logic that frames community in a different light.  It is here that it becomes 
possible to see how rights and responsibilities in Agenda 21 operate as techniques of 
government. 
Ostensibly, empowerment and capacity building may appear as basic necessities and a 
general public ‘good’, since they support and facilitate community’s right to democratic 
participation.  From this perspective, training, access to information, the provision of resources 
and support, and the decentralisation of power can all be seen to provide the necessary 
conditions for communities to participate in decisions that affect them.  However, notions such 
as empowerment and capacity building have instilled within them a fundamental ‘trade-off’ 
between community rights and community responsibility and, as such, can be seen as 
techniques “for the transformation of subjectivity from powerlessness to active citizenship” 
(Dean, 1999: 67).  This is exemplified by the frequent slippage in the language of Agenda 21 
between empowerment and capacity building for the sake of enabling community to participate, 
and empowerment and capacity building for the purpose of furthering sustainability objectives 
as they are defined within the text:  For example, in chapter 11.3, an activity that will contribute 
to “supporting sustainable development and environmental conservation” is “promoting 
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participation… and access to information and training programs”; in chapter 14.16, the 
promotion for greater “community control over the resources on which it relies” is linked with 
the need for “training and capacity building to assume greater responsibilities in sustainable 
development efforts”; in chapter 18.22(d), “Strengthening the managerial capabilities of water 
user-groups, including women, youth, indigenous people and local communities” is for the 
express purpose of improving “water-use efficiency at the local level”; and in chapter 32.4, “The 
decentralization of decision-making towards local and community organizations” is described 
as being “the key in changing people’s behaviour and implementing sustainable farming 
strategies”.   
Examples such as these expose how community rights and responsibilities work in concert as 
techniques of government.  In this case, community’s right to participate, no doubt understood 
as inherently positive, is moderated by the ultimate responsibility to participate in a manner that 
contributes to achieving pre-defined sustainability objectives such as environmental 
conservation, water-use efficiency, behaviour change and sustainable farming strategies.  This 
has implications for understanding the rights-oriented notions of inclusion and local knowledge.  
Here, the right of groups (at risk of exclusion) to be included in decision-making processes 
translates into a responsibility to become active agents in the pursuit for sustainability.  
Similarly, the right to be recognised as having meaningful knowledge that can inform decisions 
is arbitrated by a responsibility to appreciate and accept that local knowledge is only of value 
so long as it contributes to a ‘higher-order’ knowledge that recognises the governmental 
objective of sustainable development as the prevailing goal.  If local knowledge (and practice) 
happens to detract from this goal, communities must be empowered, trained, informed and 
resourced in order to modify their knowledge and behaviours appropriately.  It is only then – 
after the participatory conduct of citizens has been appropriately ‘shaped, channelled and 
guided’ (Hunt and Wickham, 1994) - that the decentralisation of power is viable.  Here, the 
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liberty afforded to community to democratically participate in decisions, underpinned by an 
ethic of freedom (Rose, 1999), becomes contingent on the exercise of another kind of ethic that 
embraces sustainable development.  In short, democracy in the discourse of Agenda 21 is 
provisional upon its commitment to sustainable development.   
The analysis of the discourse of sustainability at the level of global government thus resonates 
in a very generic way with the principles of governmentality. However, the discursive framework 
of Agenda 21 refers largely to abstract principles that must lend themselves to applicability in 
national, regional and local contexts. The examination of policies at these levels reveals added 
dimensions to the techniques involved in regulation through community.  The paper now turns 
to an outline of these at the level of national and regional sustainability discourses.  
The Australian National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development 
The Australian National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development (NSESD) was 
developed in 1992, fulfilling the Agenda 21 requirement.1  The NSESD contains a number of 
themes that overlap the Agenda 21 Programme Areas and was promoted as having 
legitimately addressed the Agenda 21 themes relevant to the Australian context (Department of 
Environment, Sport and Territories, 1996).  Its main chapters are divided into two sections.  
The first, “sectoral issues”, is organised in a manner that reflects different departmental 
interests represented in current Australian government structures (eg: agriculture, mining, 
tourism, etc).  The second, “intersectoral issues”, incorporates a number of themes that 
generally reflect Agenda 21’s Programme Areas, although many chapters utilise different 
wording - for example, “Gender Issues” rather than “Women”, “Employment and Adjustment” 
rather than “Poverty” and “Public Health” rather than “Health”.  Unlike Agenda 21, chapters are 
                                                 
1 For those unfamiliar with the Australian context, “Ecological” is broadly defined to include 
economic and social dimensions as well as those typically implied by the term.   
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not easily recognisable as representing either the ‘whats’ or ‘hows’ of sustainable development.  
Instead, within each chapter, the ‘whats’ are defined through ‘objectives’, and the ‘hows’ 
articulated beneath each objective identifiable by the preface “Governments will:”. It suffices to 
say that akin with Agenda 21, the NSESD also places responsibility for sustainable 
development in Australia in the hands of governments.  However, since the NSESD itself 
stands as the Federal Government’s contribution, it effectively devolves responsibility for both 
the ‘whats’ and the ‘hows’ to sub-level governments.   
 
Realising the Active Citizen 
In parallel with Agenda 21, the NSESD contains a number of references that employ the 
competing, yet governmentally complementary, logics of community rights and community 
responsibility.  In this case, however, the strategic application of rights and responsibilities 
shifts to reflect the institutional, spatial and cultural proximity of the nation state (as opposed to 
a global government body) to its subjects.  While ‘governing at a distance’ remains the primary 
task-at-hand, the techniques involved are evidently modified to accommodate, or subjugate, 
the official regulatory relationship between ‘the governors’ and ‘the governed’.  This is first 
evident in the NSESD’s attendance to issues that substantiate that community has been 
included in the development of the strategy itself.  In one respect, this has to do with the 
subordinate relationship of the NSESD to Agenda 21, whereby the former represents a 
governmental ‘answer’ to the participative demands and directives of the latter. The NSESD 
implicitly asserts, through its account of the community consultation undertaken, that the 
federal government has met its participative burden as stipulated by Agenda 21.  In another 
respect, however, this reflects the technical use of participatory rights as a means to construct 
community as an active agency of government.  For example, in Part 1 of the NSESD under 
the heading “How has this Strategy been developed?”, it states: 
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    Community consultation formed an important part of this process, with a series of one day 
consultation forums being held around Australia to discuss mechanisms for integrating economic and 
environmental concerns, and an opportunity for broader community comment on the interim reports of 
the Working Groups.                                                                                               (ESDSC, 1992: 12).    
This emphasis on ‘community consultation’ is reinforced through references to the Ecologically 
Sustainable Development Working Group having engaged in “extensive consultation”, 
“promoted a continuing dialogue with interests and community groups” and “promote[d] 
discussion and obtain[ed] community views on possible future policy directions”.  By referring to 
a range of consultative exercises with community groups in Part 1, the text affirms that 
community’s right to participate, in so far as the Strategy itself goes, has already been afforded.  
In so doing, it implicitly asserts that the strategy, and the sustainable development values that it 
promotes, are reflections of community values and opinions.  Community, then, becomes its 
own government, and dissention from the NSESD would be a denunciation of one’s own 
‘community’ values.  Hence, by affording community its right to participate, ‘democracy’ is 
actualised and active citizens emerge, characterised by their inherent support for the NSESD 
and sustainable development.   
 
The Included Community 
Parts 2 and 3 of the policy incorporate a number of directives to governments that construct 
community participation in decision-making exercises as a community right.   Like Agenda 21, 
inclusion is a detectable theme in the NSESD.  However, in keeping with the articulation of 
the “extensive consultation” undertaken, the degree to which it rhetorically promotes the 
understanding of participation as a community right is mediated by the implicit assertion that 
the Australian context does not yield the possibility of outright exclusion.  In this respect, the 
theme of inclusion is framed by a logic of enhancement of inclusive participatory processes 
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rather than the initiation of such.  This understanding is encouraged through objectives to 
improve “mechanisms for community participation in decision making” (ESDSC, 1992: 22), 
“community consultation” (ESDSC, 1992: 38) and “consultative or joint working group 
arrangements with the community” (ESDSC, 1992: 67). In a similar vein, governments are 
directed to provide for effective “input and participation by… the community” (ESDSC, 1992: 
28), “consultative mechanisms with community…” (ESDSC, 1992: 58) and “communication 
on ESD issues and policies between governments, industry, conservation groups, unions and 
community groups” (ESDSC, 1992: 107).  The objectives to improve and provide effective 
mechanisms for community participation in decisions subsequently allows for the 
understanding that the NSESD’s role is to enhance pre-established participatory democratic 
processes and hence augment the rights already afforded to Australian communities.    
Arguably it is the NSESD’s premise that Australians already enjoy basic participatory rights that 
enables the responsibilisation (Rose 1996; 1999) of community to be manifested through 
references implying local knowledge.  Here, communities are often constructed as already 
having sufficient knowledge to “provide input on the acceptability of… [regulatory] measures” 
for tourism development (ESDSC, 1992: 44), “develop effective and efficient measures to 
achieve environmental protection” (ESDSC, 1992: 58) and take “action to develop local 
strategies for ESD” (ESDSC, 1992: 68).  In this context, the theme of ‘partnerships’ between 
community and government, as well as other relevant stakeholders, becomes salient.  For 
example, in the NSESD “Governments will”:  “work with industry and community groups to 
develop guidelines on environmentally appropriate tourism development…” (ESDSC, 1992: 
44); “in association with the automotive industry and community groups, conduct driver 
education programs…” (ESDSC, 1992: 49); and facilitate and programmatically formalise a 
range of consultative mechanisms that enable these partnerships (ESDSC, 1992: 22; 28; 31; 
39; 44; 67-68; 84-85; 107-109).  Statements such as these promote the notion of government-
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community partnerships and may be seen to endorse a rights oriented impression of 
participation - whereby communities have a right to be heard, and a right to expect that local 
knowledge will be respected and incorporated into decision-making processes.  However, in 
line with Rose’s (2000) account of local government, the NSESD’s multiplication of agencies of 
government to include community within a framework of rights, inevitably masks its regulatory 
motive.  Indeed, inherent in the concept of ‘partnerships’ as a means to enhance the 
community’s enjoyment of its democratic right to participate is a significant trade-off between 
rights and responsiblities.  This is almost made explicit in Part 1 of the NSESD: 
 
    Australia's potential for successfully embracing ESD depends in large part on our ability to recognise 
and utilise the full range of [private enterprise and community] experience. This can be facilitated by 
creating a partnership between government, the corporate world and community groups that have a 
particular interest in, or capacity to contribute to ESD. 
(ESDSC, 1992: 10)  
 
In this quotation, the need to “recognise and utilise” community experience is counter-balanced 
by the proposal of a partnership between only those who “have a particular interest in, or 
capacity to contribute to ESD”.  This enables the notion of a democratic ‘partnership’ to be 
understood as one that requires responsibility on the part of community and other stakeholders 
to recognise that contributing to the pre-determined goal – sustainable development – is a 
condition of membership.  This stance also paves the way for capacity building to be smuggled 
into a discourse that apparently assumes the inclusion of community and the utility and value of 
local knowledge in the Australian democratic context.   
Like Agenda 21, the NSESD attends to issues of capacity building by incorporating a number 
of references to community education and awareness-raising (ESDSC, 1992: 56-57; 106-
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108) ensuring community access to information (ESDSC, 1992: 28-29; 45; 63; 106) and the 
promotion of “community based self-help approaches” (ESDSC, 1992: 23).  An apparent 
disparity may be noted here.  On the one hand, the NSESD promotes the understanding that 
in Australia, community’s participatory right is already respected - subsequently justifying the 
document’s concern with enhancing (rather than initiating) inclusive participatory processes 
that incorporate the application of local knowledge.  On the other hand, capacity building is 
still promoted, suggesting that community may not be participating to its full potential.  This 
apparent contradiction, while perhaps not entirely resolved within the policy, is managed 
through maintaining a focus on capacity building for the purpose of achieving ESD, rather 
than for the purpose of enabling community participation in decisions pertaining to ESD.  In 
other words, the ethic of sustainability, not democracy, drives the agenda.   
In this respect, the theme of empowerment that complements capacity building in Agenda 21, 
is replaced in the NSESD with one more overtly associated with responsibilisation.  This is 
evident within a number of statements in the NSESD whereby the effective implementation of 
ESD is viewed as dependent on the “participation of every Australian – through all levels of 
government… and the community” (ESDSC, 1992: 10), and embracing ESD is said to rest 
“on the ability of all Australians to contribute individually, through modifying everyday 
behaviour, and through the opportunities open to us to influence community practices” 
(ESDSC, 1992: 11).  Capacity building is therefore inextricably linked to a number of 
objectives: to ensuring that “progress towards ecologically sustainable development is 
supported by community understanding and action” (ESDSC, 1992: 106); to developing “a 
high level of community awareness and understanding of the goal, objectives and principles 
of this ESD Strategy” (ESDSC, 1992: 106); and to encouraging “business, industry and 
community groups to establish their own priorities and processes for embracing ESD as part 
of the nationally-coordinated effort”  (ESDSC, 1992: 107).  In essence, capacity-building 
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strategies such as education, awareness-raising and providing access to information are 
oriented to encouraging community and other groups to take responsibility for achieving ESD.  
This functions to displace participation from the context of democracy, where it may be seen 
as a community right, and shift it further into a framework denoting participation as a 
community responsibility for the achievement of ESD.   
Hence, while Agenda 21 sets a scene whereby democratic participation is provisional upon a 
commitment to sustainable development, the NSESD ‘raises the stakes’.  Through its implicit 
assertion of the pre-existing democratic character of Australian society, the explication of the 
steps taken to ensure opportunities for participation in the development of the Strategy itself, 
and its constructed commitment to enhancing participatory processes, the discourse of the 
NSESD reminds community that its right to participate has been afforded.  It then, however, 
demands reparation in the form of community taking on the obligation to actively participate 
for the purpose of its own agenda – sustainability.  In this respect, the NSESD enrols 
community as a responsible agent in exchange for its right to participate and, in the process, 
begins to more explicitly skew the purpose of participation from one of a democratic nature to 
one that pays homage to the sustainability ethic.   
At the National level, then, the language of community, through the establishment of links 
between rights and responsibilities in the Australian democratic context, constitutes a device 
through which citizens become available as candidates for participation by virtue of their 
“capacity” and “interest”. By contrast, at a state level, Queensland Regional sustainable 
development policy makes more explicit reference to relationships that are more directly 
aligned with the experience of its audience.  Therefore, the paper now turns to an analysis of 
the Draft South East Queensland Regional Plan. 
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The Draft South East Queensland Regional Plan 
The Draft South East Queensland Regional Plan (DSEQRP) represents an evolutionary 
response to the NSESD’s call for sub-level governments to promote and achieve sustainable 
development2.  In this case, the Queensland State Government has responded by focusing 
policy on particular geographic regions within Queensland, with South East Queensland being 
the region that has the highest population in the State and the fastest growing population in 
Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005). Subsequently, the DSEQRP takes regional 
growth management as its central theme and marks out the “Desired Regional Outcomes” and 
associated “Principles” that are proposed to represent sustainable growth and development in 
the South East Queensland region until 2026.  The chapters of the DSEQRP do not correspond 
neatly to those of the NSESD, but rather reflect the key themes relevant to regional planning, 
including ecological, economic and social dimensions.  The Principles within each chapter are 
said to be based on the principles for Ecologically Sustainable Development (ESD) in the 
Integrated Planning Act 1995 (the Queensland legislative framework for ESD) and the NSESD 
(Department of Local Government, Planning, Sport and Recreation, 2004: 16).  Unlike Agenda 
21 and the NSESD, the DSEQRP does not clearly define its primary audience, but notably has 
statutory implications for both the Queensland State Government itself as well as local 
governments in the South East Queensland region.  There is further recognition within the 
foreword and introduction to the plan that the extent to which the planned urban pattern of 
growth is achieved will be dependent on community attitudes and behaviours.  The fact that the 
DSEQRP is still in its consultation phase makes it a particularly interesting case for exploring 
how the policy constructs the participative role of the regional community.  In this respect, it 
                                                 
2 The DSEQRP was preceded by the South East Queensland Regional Framework for 
Growth Management 2026 and the South East Queensland Regional Framework for Growth 
Management 2000; the latter was a direct response to the NSESD. 
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provides an opportunity to analyse, not only how community’s role is constructed in the policy 
itself, but also how community is enjoined by the surrounding text to participate in a particular 
way.   
The ‘Third Space’ of Community 
The approach taken by the DSEQRP represents another shift in the way technologies of 
rights and responsibilities intersect with the language of community in different policy 
contexts.  In this instance, the plan centres on issues pertaining to land use and the built 
environment.  Sustainable development is thereby instituted with physical qualities where the 
built environment is brought into focus.  The DSEQRP proposes dramatic changes to existing 
‘unsustainable’ development patterns in the region are likely to impact directly on the 
communities (the regional community generally, and local communities within its boundaries) 
to whom the policy speaks.  This presents a new kind of governmental problem whereby the 
task of ‘governing at a distance’ must be discerning in light of direct assertions and practical 
implications of the policy - through changes to the built environment, residential densities and, 
in some rural cases, development caps.  As such, the potential tensions between 
‘representative’ and ‘participative’ agendas must be carefully managed.  On the one hand, the 
Queensland government is bound to assert that the draft plan reflects the ‘greater good’, lest 
it throw doubt on its own abilities to govern.  On the other hand, it must simultaneously 
promote the ethic of participation to take account of the opinions of its subjects, particularly 
given that the draft is in its consultative phase.   This tension is managed in the DSEQRP by 
the construction of a ‘third space’ of community (Rose, 1999) whereby the ‘regional 
community’ is instilled with, and characterised by, an ethic that supports not only sustainable 
development in principle, but the particular  version of sustainability promoted in the draft 
plan.  This ethico-political and rhetorically persuasive construction and linguistic mobilisation 
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of an alliance between community and governmental objectives (Miller and Rose, 1990) 
becomes, in and of itself, a technique of responsibilisation.   
In comparison with Agenda 21 and the NSESD, the DSEQRP represents a more acute case of 
community responsibilisation.  This is initially evident in the foreword and introduction where, 
on the one hand, community views on the draft plan are ‘welcomed’ and ‘sought’ (OUM, 2004: 
2) while, on the other hand, the community is firmly guided to accept the plan’s approach to 
managing growth in South East Queensland (SEQ).  In this section, the SEQ community is 
encouraged “to ensure that the qualities that make South East Queensland such an attractive 
place to call home are preserved for future generations” (OUM, 2004: 2), “to consider… the 
issues and decide to opt for a better future for the region” (OUM, 2004: 2), and “to ensure the 
communal outcome overrides self-interest”.  These appeals are made in the context of a 
number of statements emphasising the need to carefully manage “the assets making South 
East Queensland such a livable place...” (OUM, 2004: 2):  
 
    We need Smart State planning now to protect our magnificent coastline and waterways, regional 
landscape, rural production areas and environmental treasures.  We must also ensure the region 
remains economically vibrant, so we can continue to provide jobs, maintain our unique sense of identity 
and place and improve the design quality of our urban areas.  
        (OUM, 2004: 2)  
Subsequently, the ‘better future’ and ‘communal outcome’ are defined within these 
parameters and community is enjoined as a part of the ‘we’ who value the SEQ environment, 
economy and sense of identity.  In this respect, part of the plan’s effectiveness in constructing 
community as a responsible agent for sustainable development lies in its capacity to 
prescribe a set of values for the community that is consistent with sustainable development.  
The “choices community can make” are thereby defined within a set of ethical limits that 
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support the objectives and principles of the DSEQRP and prohibit the promotion of values, 
activities or growth options that have been characterised as ‘unsustainable’ in the policy.  As 
a result, the right of the SEQ community to participate in decisions pertaining to the draft plan 
during its consultation phase is subjugated by an overwhelming responsibility to endorse the 
version of sustainability put forth in the plan. 
In the remainder of the DSEQRP, there is a notable lack of references to community that imply 
or emphasise community’s right or responsibility to participate in decision-making processes, 
possibly indicative of an assumption that this right is being afforded to community through the 
consultation phase.  The only significant exception to this is Part E, section 3, entitled “Strong 
Communities”.  This section outlines the Principles and Strategies required in order to achieve 
Desired Regional Outcome 3: “Cohesive, inclusive and healthy communities with a strong 
sense of identity and place – with access to a full range of services and facilities and 
appropriate housing to meet diverse needs.” (OUM, 2004: 42). This section appeals to the 
notion of community participation as a right through its attention to themes of inclusion and 
capacity building.  Apart from Desired Regional Outcome 3, the only express reference to 
inclusion is made in Principle 3.3: “Well designed, safe and healthy local environments to 
encourage active community participation; inclusive, engaged communities; and healthy 
lifestyle choices” (OUM, 2004: 43).  Here, inclusion is closely associated with community 
participation, constructing the understanding that the two are complementary, and hence both 
can be heard as community rights.   
 
Some slippage, however, occurs in the subsequent references to community participation, 
whereby “community engagement” and “involving local communities in planning activities” are 
seen as a means to “improve the health of the community” and “create safe urban and rural 
environments” (OUM, 2004: 43).  This situation represents an interesting twist to Rose’s (1999) 
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observations that discourses of community “present themselves simultaneously as a 
description of certain social and economic ills, a diagnosis of the causes of these ills and a 
solution to them”.  Here, the ethic of sustainability takes on the same features. On the one 
hand, ‘safe and healthy communities’, understood as a component of sustainable development, 
are seen to be a pre-requisite for the affordance of community’s right to participate.  
Sustainable development is seen to be necessary in order to afford community its right to 
participate in decision-making processes.  On the other hand, however, the participation of 
community is seen as necessary for the creation of ‘safe and healthy communities’, 
transforming the right to participate into a responsibility to participate for a pre-defined purpose.  
Community participation and sustainable development thereby become inter-changeable 
entities where one relies upon the other. 
 
This anomaly carries through to statements that refer to capacity building.  In the chapter 
entitled “Strong Communities”, community capacity building is described as “the set of skills, 
relationships and networks that collectively exist in a community”.  These capacities are linked 
with the ability of communities to provide “social support… when people need assistance”, 
“create community events and to build relationships and connections with each other and other 
communities”, “develop social capital and help to create a strong sense of identity and 
belonging in a community”, “influence decisions and processes for change”, and “become 
involved in planning” (OUM, 2004: 44).  In this context, community participation becomes 
inseparable from social support, building relationships and connections, and creating a sense 
of identity and belonging, all of which can be understood as components of sustainable 
development.  Here, an apparent paradox emerges whereby sustainable development, on the 
one hand, is implied as a precondition for affording community its right to participate in Section 
3.  However, on the other hand, the overarching text presupposes that community is being 
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afforded its right through the consultation phase, and subsequently functions to responsibilise 
the SEQ community to participate in a manner that supports the DSEQRP’s version of 
sustainable development.   
 
While perhaps logically irreconcilable, this situation results from the application of 
responsibilising techniques designed to manage the tenuous relationship between the different 
community identities that are constructed within the text.  When providing the overarching 
framework for the policy, the SEQ community is presented as having a coherent identity – one 
that values the SEQ environment, economy and quality of life, and one that already has a 
“unique sense of identity and place” (OUM, 2004: 2).  In Section 3, however, the SEQ 
community is broken down into ‘sub-communities’, such as “greenfield”, “redevelopment”, 
“existing”, “rural”, “local” and “newly developed” (OUM, 2004: 44).  These come to be 
understood as communities that either lack or, by default, possess the capacity to participate in 
decision-making processes.  For example, capacity building programs are proposed to “support 
planning for greenfield and redevelopment projects” (OUM, 2004: 42) and capacity is described 
as especially lacking in “newly developed communities” (OUM, 2004: 44).  Similarly, rural 
communities require “improved community capacity to contribute to the development of land 
use and infrastructure plans, and other regional engagement processes” (OUM, 2004: 45), 
assistance “to identify strategies for development and growth” (OUM, 2004: 44) and the 
opportunity “to explore alternative strategies for economic development and growth” (OUM, 
2004: 45).  Given that, the SEQ community can now be understood as comprising different 
communities - some who have, and some who lack the capacity to exercise their democratic 
right to participate in decisions that affect them - the paradoxical representation of community 
participation as a means to, and a result of, sustainable development can be understood as a 
responsibilising device.  That is, those who have the capacity to participate - those to whom the 
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DSEQRP speaks - are constructed as responsible not only for participating in a manner that 
supports the draft plan’s version of sustainable development, but also (by implication) for 
affording the right to participate to communities and community members within SEQ who 
currently do not have the capacity to do so.   The community’s right to participate thereby 
becomes a responsibility to participate to enable the right to participate.   
 
The tautological logic inherent in the discourse of the DSEQRP is potentially reflective of the 
burden placed on the Queensland State Government to meet the demands of the international 
and national governments to develop a local planning agenda that suitably promotes 
sustainable development while maintaining a participative democratic stance. While the 
NSESD makes inferences pertaining to the pre-existing democratic nature of Australian 
society, the heavily responsibilised version of community participation evident in the foreword 
and introduction of the DSEQRP completely takes-for-granted that the right to participate is 
being afforded to the SEQ community.  However, in having then to consider ‘community’ issues 
as a component of sustainable development, community’s right to participate re-emerges as a 
theme, this time as a consequence of, rather than a means to, sustainable development.  
Hence, while Agenda 21 constructs community’s right to participate as provisional on taking 
responsibility for sustainable development, and the NSESD expects community to take 
responsibility for sustainable development in return for its pre-existing right to participate in the 
Australian context, the DSEQRP demands that community take responsibility for sustainable 
development that incorporates, as an outcome, the right to participate. Therefore, through the 
strategic application of techniques of rights and responsibilities at different levels of 
government, democracy is transformed from a participative means to make decisions that 
produce outcomes - sustainable development or other – to the outcome in and of itself.   
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Conclusion 
The fact that community and, indeed, sustainable development, are so readily presumed to 
represent an inherent ‘good’ also means that they have frequently evaded critical reflection.  
However, as this paper demonstrates, neither can be isolated from the rationalities and 
techniques of rights and responsibilities that facilitate ‘government at a distance’.  Hence, 
applying a governmentality perspective to sustainable development policies associated with 
different levels of government has implications for the way in which community, participative 
democracy and sustainable development may be understood:   
 
1. Implications for Community and Participative Democracy 
In advanced liberal societies, it is difficult to conceptualise community participation in political 
decision-making processes as something other than essentially positive.  Participative 
democracy is so frequently asserted to be the way forward for democracy – a necessary 
response to globalisation and a means of ensuring the social and material well-being of 
communities, as Giddens (1998) might argue – it is almost impossible to perceive it in an 
alternative light.  However, these cases of sustainable development policy illustrate how 
community, and community participation, are manifest in techniques of rights and 
responsibilities.  This perspective challenges notions that community represents tangible 
‘things’ and that participation corresponds to specific ‘activities’.  Instead, both can now be 
understood as constructed and mobilised through the language of policy (and other 
programmatic actions) that facilitate ‘government at a distance’:  in Agenda 21, constructions of 
the rights-bearing community generate a space through which the participatory conduct of 
subjects is ethically shaped by implicitly coding notions of inclusion, local knowledge and 
capacity building within a sustainability framework; in the NSESD conduct and aspirations that 
support sustainable development are mobilised via concepts of the included community; and 
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the DSEQRP produces two versions of community that together create an obligatory 
framework, whereby the self-regulated sustainable conduct of one community is required for 
the good of the other.  In each of these cases, community cannot be reduced to corporeal ties 
and associations amongst actual people.  It is, rather, an ethically-laden construct of an 
intelligible domain through which to govern, at arms length, “the conduct, thought, decisions 
and aspirations of others” in order to advance sustainability objectives (Miller and Rose, 1990: 
8).  Further, as much as it may be tempting to hang on to the idea that these objectives are 
stable and concrete, even these cannot be separated from mechanisms enabling ‘action at a 
distance’.   
 
2. Implications for Sustainable Development 
Like community, sustainable development can be seen as embedded within techniques of 
rights and responsibilities that produce and mould the enabling conditions for the regulation of 
subjects.  This presents an interesting scenario for how we might understand sustainable 
development - not as a deducible set of physical activities, informed choices or strategic 
approaches to balance economic, environmental and social needs, but as a broad rationality, 
or ethic, through which programmes of government are formulated (see Miller and Rose, 1990).  
In other words, sustainable development may be seen to comprise an assemblage of 
philosophies (eg: human rights, environmental protection, capitalist advantage, etc), and 
constructed realities (eg: poverty, environmental degradation, urban sprawl, inequality), that 
permit the formation and management of certain kinds of problems - and prevent the 
conceivability of others.   
 
On the one hand, the language of sustainable development allows for a broad scope of 
problematisations: from the state of the global environment, the Australian economy and the 
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South East Queensland urban landscape through to the specific needs and desires of 
particular groups or communities - local, rural, indigenous, regional, included, excluded, 
active/inactive, informed/uniformed, etc.  In this respect, sustainable development embraces a 
diverse, and even incongruous, range of formulations and elaborations of political problems 
that provide the “bases for the organization and mobilization of social life” (Miller and Rose, 
1990: 6).  On the other hand, the vocabulary of sustainable development is also restrictive in 
nature.  In the course of enabling a potentially endless array of schemas, agendas and 
dilemmas that justify and legitimise intervention, it also renders others unthinkable.  A prime 
example of this is the way in which sustainable development, in these cases, constitutes a 
morally compelling context in which expectations with respect to participation become 
established.  Through techniques of rights and responsibility, the ethic of sustainability is used 
to normatively shape conduct in particular ways.  More specifically, it shapes the sorts of 
conduct required for entry into the ‘democratic’ participatory process.  The inscription of 
participatory values that embrace the sustainability ethic – that is, responsible values - 
immediately restricts the exercise of participatory rights inconsistent with this ethic.  In Agenda 
21, this is most evident through notions of community capacity building that imply that 
communities must be schooled to participate appropriately in the decision-making process. In 
the NSESD, communities are compelled to participate in a pro-sustainable manner in exchange 
for the affordance of their participatory rights in the Australian context. And in the DSEQRP, 
communities are obliged to support the principles of sustainable development in order to afford 
others their right to participate.   The mutually inviting and prohibitive nature of the language of 
sustainable development, therefore, opens up realms of opportunities for the exercise of 
techniques of rights and responsibilities that organise, manage and regulate subjects through 
community.   
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In summary, drawing these implications together, a governmentality perspective would suggest 
that neither sustainable development, nor community, can be separated from the techniques 
and rationalities involved in ‘governing at a distance’.  In these cases, sustainable 
development, community and techniques of rights and responsibilities are organised 
symbiotically – despite variation in the ways in which techniques construct the contexts through 
which different levels of government, different types of communities, and different problems for 
sustainable development become discernable, in all cases of the policies examined, it is not 
possible to separate one mechanism from the other.  As such, sustainable development cannot 
be seen to exist outside of notions of community and the techniques of rights and 
responsibilities in which they are embedded.  Together they work to construct, define and 
organise the conduct of subjects who, through the language of policy, are mobilised to become 
the active and responsible citizens required for the practice of participative ‘democracy’.   
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